This study examined the joint effect of message and personality attributes on online news sharing. In two experiments (N = 270; N = 275) readers indicated their likelihood to share news representing two content domains and three informational utility dimensions. A moderated mediation path analysis was used. On average, news consumers shared news containing informational utility. Opinion leaders shared news irrespective of informational utility because they discerned informational utility in news that, objectively speaking, lacked such utility. In one experiment, opinion leaders also were more likely than non-leaders to share news perceived to contain informational utility.
magnitude, likelihood, and immediacy, which constitute the recognition of conveyed utility according to the informational utility model, have been long documented to predict message effects. 29 Several studies testing the informational utility model assessed news consumers' perceptions of informational utility (variously labeled "perceived relevance," "importance," or "news evaluation"), but did not estimate the mediating function of these perceptions. 30 The present study, in contrast, makes an explicit distinction between informational utility conveyed in news and news consumers' perceived informational utility. The study measures the extent to which perceived informational utility constitutes a cognitive mechanism mediating the effect of informational utility on behavior, namely, news sharing intention.
It is common in some research contexts to distinguish between information as it is conveyed in mediated content and audience members' appraisal of this information. Protection motivation theory, for instance, postulates that individuals' appraisal of threat information mediates the effect of a threat message on the individuals' coping behaviors. 31 The extent to which individuals act on the behavioral recommendation communicated in a threat message (e.g., avoid sun tanning) depends on how threatening they perceive the target behavior to be (i.e., sun tanning), and how able they perceive themselves to perform the recommended action.
lonely share more information on Facebook than introverts, those who are shy, and those who are more socially lonely. 45 Individuals also replicate their offline prosocial habits in social media. 46 Similarly, studies in consumer research show that opinion leaders and those who generally exhibit some opinion leadership qualities engage in increased eWOM, sharing product and entertainment information via mobile phones, email, and social media more than those who do not identify as opinion leaders. 47 The present study considers further what it is about opinion leaders that inclines them to share online information.
Informational and social attributes have been used to distinguish opinion leaders from non-leaders. Both sets of attributes can contribute uniquely to increased information sharing in offline and online contexts. Information gatekeeping is a key function of opinion leadership. 48 For some opinion leaders the propensity to share online information may be related to the gatekeeping practices in which they regularly engage. As gatekeepers for their personal networks, opinion leaders gather news from outside sources, filter what they deem to be worth sharing, and pass this information on to their networks. Accordingly, studies show that opinion leaders use more informational media than non-leaders, 49 and that they are more involved in news and more informed about news than non-leaders. 50 For some opinion leaders the tendency to share news also may be related to their social temperament. Opinion leaders tend to distinguish themselves from non-leaders as being more assertive, extroverted, and socially active. 51 In one research tradition such an orientation is characterized as "personality strength," with opinion leaders exhibiting greater personality strength than non-leaders. 52 Recent research also shows a partial conceptual and empirical overlap between opinion leadership and extroversion.
While prior work documents an effect of opinion leadership on information sharing, this study examines how opinion leadership (a personality characteristic) combines with informational utility (a message feature) to shape news sharing. Opinion leaders' gatekeeping function and their sociability are reflected in this process. Figure 1 (top panel) presents three conceptual models of joint influence between informational utility and opinion leadership that correspond to the following hypotheses. The first two models reflect opinion leaders' gatekeeping and the associated increased news consumption and news mastery. These models suggest that opinion leadership influences news sharing while the informational utility of news is being appraised. As readers evaluate the informational utility conveyed in a news item, opinion leaders' evaluations may be more exacting than the non-leaders' evaluations because of opinion leaders' above-average news consumption and appreciation of relevant topics. 54 Opinion leaders'
perceptions of high-informational utility news may be systematically higher than non-leaders' perceptions of the same news, while their perceptions of low-informational utility news may be systematically lower. This suggests that [H2a] opinion leadership moderates the effect of actual informational utility on perceived informational utility ( Figure 1 , Model A).
Alternately [H2b], however, opinion leadership may affect perceived informational utility independent of actual informational utility ( Figure 1, Model B ). This variant also may reflect opinion leaders' gatekeeping function and their tendency to consume an above-average volume of news. 55 An independent effect of opinion leadership on perceived informational utility suggests that opinion leaders discern informational utility in news that others evaluate as lacking such utility.
Third, opinion leadership may also affect news sharing after the informational utility of news is appraised. This variant reflects opinion leaders' increased sociability.
opinion leaders and non-leaders perceive informational utility in some news, opinion leaders may be more likely than non-leaders to share this news, perhaps because of their increased social connections and outgoing temperament. The prediction, therefore, is that [H3] opinion leadership moderates the effect of perceived informational utility on news-sharing intention ( Figure 1 , Model C).
[ Figure 1 about here]
These hypotheses were tested with two online survey experiments. Study 1 focused on the likelihood dimension of informational utility, employing technology-and household-oriented stimuli. These two news domains reside in non-overlapping opinion-leadership clusters, allowing an examination of domain-independent opinion leadership. 57 Study 2 focused on the immediacy and magnitude dimensions of informational utility.
Study 1
Methods. Overview and participants. The study had two conditions (actual informational utility: low vs. high; between subjects) predicting intention to share technology and household news. A panel of 270 U.S. social media users was accessed through Qualtrics, an online research firm, in summer 2012. This sample was 55% female, 19 to 83 years old (M = 46.28), majority white (81%; 7% black, 6% Latino), and above-average educated (16% high school diploma or less, 31% some college, 53% college graduate or higher).
Procedure and stimuli. Participants opted into the study by following a link from the panel vendor. Participants were randomly assigned to view, in random order, a technology article (low or high informational utility) and a household article (low or high informational utility). A questionnaire followed each article. On average, it took participants 12 minutes to complete the study. The University of Kansas committee on human subjects research (IRB) approved the protocols and stimuli for both studies. Respondents viewed an informed consent statement on the first page of the study and prior to proceeding into the experiment. After finishing the questionnaire, respondents read a debriefing statement that disclosed the fictitious nature of the stimuli and provided additional information about the study.
Articles were threat-oriented and manipulated on the likelihood dimension. This approach resembled previous tests of informational utility in which the stimuli consisted of threat-oriented news items. 58 The technology article reported that Google's service fees will affect companies (low informational utility) or all Google users (high informational utility). The household article said that bedbugs do not threaten (low informational utility) or will infest most (high informational utility) American homes. Articles were displayed against a blank background with a newspaper logo in the top left and disabled social media buttons in the bottom left. Each article contained 120 words in four paragraphs, included one quote, and a six-word headline. The first 60 words reflected the informational utility manipulation; the last 60 words were constant within each domain. Stimuli were pretested iteratively with three samples of undergraduate students (Ns = 134, 132, 128), and fine-tuned to derive articles distinct on the manipulationcheck measures. As in some of the other tests of informational utility, this study's stimuli were geographically independent to allow replication among general population samples. 59 See
Appendix 1 for stimuli text.
Measures. See Table 1 for all measure wording and descriptive statistics. Intention to share the news was the dependent variable, consisting of an item indicating the likelihood of sharing the article using social media. Actual informational utility was a dichotomous variable (i.e., low, high) corresponding to the manipulation viewed. Perceived informational utility was measured using five items drawn from previous informational utility studies.
leadership was measured with the Short Generalized Opinion Leadership scale. 61 Daily social media use, familiarity with the story, familiarity with the story's subject, age, and education were the covariates.
[ Table 1 about here]
Plan of analysis. Regression-based path analyses were conducted following recommended procedures for testing moderated mediation with the PROCESS macro for SPSS. 62 Statistical inferences about indirect effects were based on PROCESS-estimated bootstrap confidence intervals using 1,000 bootstrap samples. Significance level was set at p = .025 to account for each respondent evaluating two stimuli.
The bottom panel of Figure Results. Manipulation checks showed that in both news domains, respondents agreed collectively that the situation in the low-informational utility news was less likely to have an effect than the situation in the high-informational utility news. See Table 1 [ Table 2 about here] Table 2 presents regression estimates for the substantive models. Technology news data supported H2a because the interaction path a3 was statistically significant. The interaction is illustrated in Figure 2 . Recall that the conceptual rationale for H2a suggested that those higher in opinion leadership would be more discriminating in their evaluations of informational utility.
Empirically, this would be evidenced by an increasing effect of actual informational utility on perceived informational utility as opinion leadership increased. In contrast, Figure 2 shows a decreasing effect (difference between the two lines) as opinion leadership increases. The
Johnson-Neyman technique identifies the moderator (i.e., opinion leadership) value at which the conditional effect transitions between statistical significance and nonsignificance. 63 This value was 4.41, suggesting that respondents who scored less than this value (out of five) on opinion leadership perceived a difference in the level of informational utility between the low-and highinformational utility technology articles. Those who scored above 4.41 on opinion leadership did not perceive a difference between low-and high-informational utility news. Because the direct effects on sharing intention from actual informational utility (.088, p = .71) and opinion leadership (−.863, p = .15) were not significant, it appeared that the effect of actual informational utility was fully mediated through perceived informational utility as moderated by opinion leadership.
[ Figure 2 about here]
Household news data supported H2b because a3 was nonsignificant and a2 was significant (see Table 2 ). For household news, opinion leadership affected perceived informational utility independent of actual informational utility. Similar to technology news, respondents scoring high on opinion leadership perceived informational utility in news containing low and high actual informational utility.
Data for both technology and household news also supported H3 because the interaction paths b3 were statistically significant. Figure 3 illustrates this interaction for technology news,
showing an increasing likelihood of sharing high perceived-informational utility news as opinion leadership increases. The household news interaction was analogous (not shown).
H1, which predicted perceived informational utility mediating the effect of actual informational utility on news sharing, was supported for both technology and household news.
For technology news, the conditional indirect effect of actual informational utility on intention to share was statistically significant within the range of opinion leadership values. A follow-up analysis of technology data showed both moderating effects of opinion leadership (i.e., a3 and b3) functioning simultaneously and independently. 64 For household news, the indirect effect of actual informational utility on news sharing through perceived informational utility (a1 • b1) was .587 and statistically significant (CI: .390-.835); the indirect effect of opinion leadership (a2 • b1) was also statistically significant (.220; CI: .054-.418). The corresponding direct effects were .179 (n.s.) and .828 (p < .001), meaning that for household news the effect of actual informational utility on sharing intention was fully mediated through perceived informational utility, and that the effect of opinion leadership on sharing intention was partially mediated through perceived informational utility.
[ Figure 3 about here]
Study 2
While the first study tested the proposed news-sharing models with stimuli manipulated on the likelihood dimension of informational utility, the second study replicated Study 1 using the magnitude and immediacy dimensions of informational utility. majority white (85%; 6% black, 2% Latino), and above-average educated (18% high school diploma or less, 26% some college, 57% college graduate or higher).
Other than the manipulated articles, all methods were identical to Study 1. Articles concerned technology news and reported on Google's service fees. Immediacy articles said fees may begin in 15 or 20 years (low informational utility) or that they are being implemented now (high informational utility). Magnitude articles said fees will not cost regular users (low informational utility), or that they will cost users hundreds of dollars (high informational utility).
Each participant was randomly assigned to an immediacy-and a magnitude-manipulated article, in random order. The articles had been pretested at the same time and in the same manner as Study 1 articles. See Appendix 1 for article wording.
Results. Manipulation checks showed that respondents collectively found the highimmediacy news to be more urgent than the low-immediacy news, and the high-magnitude news to be more consequential than the low-magnitude news (see Table 1 The data did not support moderation effects (i.e., H2a, H3). For both manipulations, opinion leadership was statistically significant in Model B.1, supporting H2b. Table 3 magnitude. Therefore, both effects relating to the immediacy-manipulated news were fully mediated through perceived informational utility. The effects were partially mediated for the magnitude-manipulated news.
[ Table 3 about here]
Discussion
Online news consumers function as today's digital newsboys and newsgirls, using social media to distribute news among their online contacts. This study contributes to our understanding of the mechanisms that underlie the social sharing of online news by demonstrating how the informational utility of news and news consumers' opinion leadership jointly influence news sharing. First, results showed that on average, news consumers share news containing informational utility because they perceive this news to contain informational utility.
While this finding may seem redundant, it becomes more meaningful when contrasted with the second research finding: opinion leaders tend to share news irrespective of informational utility because they discern informational utility even in news that, objectively speaking, lacks informational utility. These findings were consistent across two content domains and three informational-utility dimensions. Results for the likelihood dimension also showed that opinion leaders are more likely than non-leaders to share news that both leaders and non-leaders perceive to contain informational utility.
This study extends informational utility literature beyond the conventional domain of selective exposure 66 into the news-sharing process. The predictive strength of informational utility lies in its generalizability. The study's findings show that across unrelated content domains of technology news and household news, the informational utility expressed in a news story determines the extent to which readers share it with others. According to theoretical arguments, this happens because news containing informational utility contributes value to an online community. 67 Along with hedonic utility, which may account for humorous or off-beat news becoming viral, 68 informational utility appears to constitute a key ingredient of news that consumers readily share.
When connected with previous informational utility research, the study suggests that informational utility drives a double-selection process, wherein news consumers first expose themselves to news containing informational utility and then select high-informational utility news to share with others. Admittedly, the study leaves open the question whether informational utility's function in news sharing differs from its role in selective exposure. Future research may be directed to examining how informational utility facilitates these two selection processes.
Conventional informational utility research may benefit from integrating this study's distinction between actual and perceived informational utility. Perceived informational utility either fully or partially mediated the effect of actual informational utility on sharing intention for all of the study's stimuli. The study's findings additionally show that systematic cognitive differences in evaluating the informational utility of news can emerge when readers' personal characteristics, such as opinion leadership, are considered. The distinction between actual and perceived informational utility may help elucidate how subgroups select and consume news. For example, being predisposed to consuming news in a specific domain may increase the likelihood of finding informational utility in domain-specific news regardless of the informational utility that average readers perceive in the news, prompting amplified exposure. This may explain the process by which domain-specific opinion leaders attain information mastery in their specializations.
The study confirms that general opinion leadership-a collection of stable personality characteristics-distinguishes individuals with a propensity for sharing online information. 69 The findings thus fit with a venerable research tradition that identifies a class of individuals who exert a disproportionate amount of informational influence on those around them. 70 Despite the promises of social media to level the playing field for participation in various social, creative, and political processes, 71 this study's findings suggest that opinion leaders drive today's participatory journalism. Future work may examine the sharing habits of domain-specific opinion leaders 72 and whether their inclination to share domain-specific news is similarly related to perceptions of informational utility.
The study makes a further contribution by identifying two pathways by which opinion leadership interfaces with informational utility to influence news sharing. These pathways reflect two sets of characteristics that distinguish opinion leaders: information gatekeeping and sociability. First, opinion leadership affected perceived informational utility, and subsequently news sharing, largely independent of actual informational utility. This finding fits with opinion leaders' higher-than-average news consumption: if they perceive informational utility in more news than average readers, they will consume more news than the average reader. This relationship also may be reciprocal: the more news opinion leaders consume, the more informational utility they may identify in news that average readers ignore. A precise interpretation of this finding and its corollaries, however, necessitates understanding opinion leaders' processing of informational utility. 73 If opinion leaders evaluate news carefully, their lack of distinction between low-and high-informational utility news may indicate a lower-thanaverage threshold for what constitutes informational utility. They may thus foresee kernels of informational utility in news that, most readers agree, lacks such utility. Alternately, opinion leaders may be relying on heuristics to ascribe informational utility to both low-and highinformational utility news. This would suggest that opinion leaders are poor arbiters of shareworthy content. Some research already questions whether self-designated opinion leaders are more knowledgeable about their specialties than non-leaders. 74 Finding that opinion leaders pay little attention to content before they evaluate it would denigrate further opinion leaders' position as credible sources of information. Future work should examine more closely opinion leaders'
processing of the informational utility of news.
The second pathway indicates that opinion leaders are more likely than non-leaders to share news they determine to contain informational utility. Because opinion leaders are predisposed to sociability and extroversion, they may create more opportunities for themselves than an average consumer to share news they perceive to have informational utility. This finding should be interpreted cautiously, however, as it was supported in only two of the four experimental manipulations. The analysis showed that both pathways functioned simultaneously,
suggesting that under certain conditions opinion leaders share more news because they find that more news contains informational utility and because they are more willing to share highinformational utility news.
In light of previous research that identified various news-sharing motives (e.g., altruism, social engagement, self-expression), 75 this study suggests that the nature and strength of these motives may depend on the informational utility of specific news, on individual users' tendency toward opinion leadership, and on the joint influence of these two factors. Altruism, for example, may motivate the sharing of high-informational utility news regardless of opinion leadership, but serve as a significant predictor for the sharing of low-informational utility news only among opinion leaders. Structural variables such as users' attitudes about the usefulness and usability of news-sharing technologies also may combine with content and personality to prompt news sharing. 76 This study thus may inform future research to examine the variability in news-sharing motives related to specific content attributes and user personality characteristics.
Limitations.
The demographics and self-selective nature of the respondent samples limit the study's generalizability. Racial/ethnic minorities and those with less than a college education were underrepresented in the study's samples. Because socioeconomics and education relate to how individuals use online technologies, 77 this study's findings may not encompass fully
American adults' perceptions of online news and their associated sharing behaviors. The use of solely threat-oriented and text-based stimuli limits the resulting understanding of informational utility's effect on news sharing. Future work should test news sharing with opportunity-oriented news and across multiple delivery channels. 78 Additionally, the novelty of topics presented in the stimuli may have elicited perceptions of informational utility among opinion leaders. Future work should include control conditions about news that lacks informational utility.
Implications for professional practice and future research. This study offers implications for practitioners in journalism, advertising, marketing, and public relations, who strive to maximize their consumers' online information sharing. 79 First, practitioners should capitalize on consumers' preference for messages they perceive to carry informational utility.
Messages meant to be widely shared should unambiguously communicate information consumers perceive as valuable, useful, and important, which may reflect circumstances that will have an effect, materialize swiftly, or result in large consequences. Second, the study cautions 
Covariates

Social media use
On an average day, how much time do you spend using: 
Education
What is your highest level of education? [1 = "Less than high school," 2 = "High school diploma," 3 = "Some college, no degree," 4 = "Associate's degree," 5 = "Bachelor's degree," 6 = "Graduate school"] Note. Table omits covariates (social media use, familiarity with the story, familiarity with the subject, age, and education). Coefficients are unstandardized. Note. Table omits covariates (social media use, familiarity with the story, familiarity with the subject, age, and education). Coefficients are unstandardized. Estimates of intention to share as a function of opinion leadership and perceived informational utility, Study 1 technology manipulation. Nature of the interaction was analogous for household manipulation.
